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The purpose and activities of 
the Council

The Council on Animal Affairs (Raad voor 

Dierenaangelegenheden, RDA) is an in-

dependent council of experts, which ad-

vises the Minister for Agriculture, Nature 

and Food quality of the Netherlands. This  

advice is submitted on request and by the 

Council’s own initiative regarding complex, 

multidisciplinary issues relating to ani-

mal health and welfare. The RDA currently  

comprises some forty experts with a wide 

range of backgrounds and expertise, who 

serve on the Council in a personal capacity, 

independently and without any outside  

influence.

The Council on Animal Affairs considers  

issues across the entire spectrum of animal 

policy: on captive (“domesticated”) and  

non-captive (“wild”) animals, smallholding, 

or hobby farm animals, companion animals 

(pets), commercially raised animals and 

laboratory animals.

The Council records the conclusions of its 

deliberations in opinions. These documents

provide an overview of the scientific and 

societal background to various issues, 

and include recommendations on policy  

options and avenues for resolving potential  

problems. Consensus is not a requirement 

for the inclusion of opinions; an opinion may 

contain views held by a minority of Council 

members.

Preface

The rise of the Internet of Things has 

accelerated digitisation in the livestock 

farming sector. Management systems 

have unlimited access to big data from 

process equipment, electronic identifi-

cation, sensors and other sources and 

enables them to control automated 

processes. While this can result in  

improved care, quality and food 

safety and greater transparency for  

consumers, it can also be accom-

panied by developments that are less 

desirable for animals and entrepre-

neurs. It can contribute to maximising 

scale and it can be detrimental to the 

contact between livestock farmers 

and animals. Digitisation will have an  

impact on interrelationships in the 

livestock farming sector: between  

humans and animals, among humans, 

and among animals. 

With this advisory report the Coun-

cil on Animal Affairs aims to provide  

further insight into the impact of  

digitisation on livestock farming 

animals, viewed integrally from the 

perspective of the animals, livestock 

farmers, and the market and society. 

Identifying the opportunities as well as 

the threats provides reference points 

for public and private policymaking. 

These are set out in an advisory report, 

of which this public edition provides a 

concise view. The complete report can 

be downloaded from the RDA website. 

The Hague, June 2019

Jan Staman, LLM,  
Chairman of the Council

Marc Schakenraad,  
Secretary of the Council

http://www.rda.nl/
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Question: Digitisation is spreading rapidly in the 
livestock farming sector and that also has consequences 
for animals. What do governments and market parties 
need to do to utilize the opportunities and possibilities 
created by digitisation to their advantage, while also redu-
cing the risks that simultaneously occur? 

Background: The livestock farming sector is experien-
cing a rapid emergence of digital techniques for collecting 
data and communication. ‘That raises questions in rela-
tion to animal welfare’, says Gé Backus, chairman of the 
Forum responsible for preparing this advisory report. 
The principal reason for raising this question now is the 
rise of the Internet of Things: sensors and other measu-
rement devices that exchange data and initiate actions 
from that without any user involvement.

Considerations: ‘Naturally, we first examined what is 
available on the market and what is under development. 
The market is producing ever cheaper sensors that can 
be connected to one another or with process and manage-
ment systems using wireless networks. While that may 
sound simple, in reality it is very complicated due to the 
speed of the developments, and you don’t know what will 
follow the next innovation. Nor is it possible to see past 
the next bottleneck. This led us to make ongoing esti-
mates of the nature and scale of the developments. That 
enables us to make statements about the threats and 

opportunities that arise for the parties concerned:  
animals, livestock farmers and market/society. Take for 
example, the availability of large quantities of sensor data. 
If used correctly, you can see better if there are any par-
ticular risks in relation to health and nutrition. But impro-
per use can harm animals, due to reduced human contact 
and human control. There are always threats and oppor-
tunities, and that is reflected in all three perspectives. We 
did not want, and more importantly, could not say: do 
this or don’t do that! But we do say: each new develop-
ment comes with certain opportunities and threats;  
be sure to look into them!’
According to Backus it is clear that developments are 
advancing rapidly and that they will have a major impact 
on livestock farming operations. Doing nothing is not an 
option. And: ‘With sensible policies, from both the public 
and private sectors, we can make sure that those deve-
lopments go in the right direction for the benefit of 
humans, animals, the market and society.’ To contribute 
to this, the Forum has made several recommendations: 
‘You cannot predict what is coming next, but you can 
make sure to keep a sharp eye on developments in the 
field of digitisation so you will be able to act fast and 
adequately on them.’

Recommendations: One of the main recommendations 
is to let government and businesses look more towards 
goal-oriented regulations (target requirements) with regard 
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Working group chair Gé Backus

to animal welfare. At present prescriptive regulations 
often apply, for example covering the mandatory surface 
area per animal. Where monitoring is carried out based 
on sensor data, it is also possible to take animal behaviour 
as a criterion for licensing, for instance. That allows for 
more freedom for the animals and the livestock  
farmer. 
Another recommendation is to ensure that data and data 
networks stay permanently accessible. Guarantee that 
networks remain open as much as possible. ‘While main-
taining privacy and respect for the ownership of data,’ 
stresses Backus: ‘The farmer’s data must remain the 
property of the farmer’.
A further recommendation is to encourage all the parties 
concerned to collaborate on an open innovation system 
in which innovations are easily exchanged. Establish  
contact moments between the agri-food sector and high-
tech to ensure the flow of information and encourage 
cross-overs. Also pay enough attention to digitisation in 
research and education, and the threats and opportunities 
that come with it. 
Finally, parties working on data sharing, are advised do 
so in such a way that administrative tasks on the farm are 
reduced, thereby cutting back on the amount of duplicate 
paperwork livestock farmers and animal carers have to 
complete, enabling them to spend more time looking 
after their animals.
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Figure 1: Opportunities and threats of digitization in livestock farming from the perspective of the animal
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Brief summary of the report

The digitisation of the livestock farming sector is in full 
swing. Digitisation will become commonplace on livestock 
farms within five to ten years. This also has consequences 
for the animals. Increasingly opportunities are opening up 
for gathering data, using data for control purposes and 
sharing data. Opportunities as well as threats play a part 
in this. Because of more data becoming quickly available, 
opportunities arise throughout the entire livestock chain 
and because of combining different data, yielding new 
information and insights. Livestock farmers have more 
opportunities to ensure that the living environment of the 
animal matches their needs, with positive consequences 
for health and animal welfare. By replacing physical acti-
ons conducted on animals working conditions improve 
and the animals potentially experience less stress. The 
uneven distribution of data between parties in the supply 
chain (supplier, livestock farmer, processor, marketing 
organisation, consumer) can be reduced. Increased trans-
parency will boost confidence in the sector and present 
consumers with a greater range of options for buying  
animal-friendly products. 

Digitisation also brings threats. The steps leading from big 
data to reliable and relevant information and then to well-
informed correct decisions are not automatic, and are also 
complex. Especially when it concerns the automatic adjust-
ment of process equipment based on sensor data, caution 
and restraint should be exercised for now. Furthermore, 
the autonomy of animals and livestock farmers can decrease 
and consumers could experience less possibilities to iden-
tify with social-cultural values that are bound to foods.

Digitisation will have an impact on interrelationships in 
the livestock farming sector: between humans and ani-
mals, among humans, and among animals. The Council 
on Animal Affairs wishes to provide further insight into 
the impact of digitisation on animals in the livestock far-
ming sector and on their care. This is partly determined 
by the influence of digitisation on animal caretakers/
livestock farmers. They have the obligation to take good 
care of their animals. However, the fulfilment of this 
responsibility by the livestock farmers is a result of the 
interplay between their individual standards and values, 
working conditions and income. The final impact of digi-
tisation on animal well-being does not only depend on 
technological developments, but also on the standards 
and values in society, legal frameworks and the econo-
mics of the food chain. The impact of digitisation is there-
fore viewed wholly from the perspective of the animals, 
livestock farmers, and market and society. A distinction 
is made between the effects of digitisation on:
• The health, welfare and freedom of choice of  

animals;  
• The income, working conditions and management 

freedom of livestock farmers; 
• Health and safety of foods, the values that are bound 

to foods, and consumers’ freedom of choice;  
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Figure 2: Opportunities and threats of digitization in livestock farming from the perspective of the livestock farmer
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By focusing our efforts on the above-mentioned topics, 
we will strengthen the opportunities and the threats are 
limited. In this light, the Council on Animal Affairs there-
fore advises that:
1. systems be based increasingly and more inherently 

on target requirements, where; 
a. supplementary to the steps taken by the Govern-

ment to base environmental regulations on real-
time data, the same should be done in respect of 
welfare. This also offers the possibility to make 
the welfare indicators, which were developed 
under the EU welfare Quality program, more  
suitable for usage by the livestock farmer.

b. governments increasingly base their licen-
sing systems on real-time measurements of the  
quality of the human and animal living environ-
ment in and around the barn rather than on the 
barn configuration.

c. monitoring bodies place greater emphasis on 
these new target requirements as soon as they 
become available, with the understanding that 
the measurement results can also be related to 
the actions of the livestock farmer.

d. governments and market parties jointly create 
a quality mark for reliable digital information, 
including a voluntary code of conduct, with a  
corresponding code commission where objecti-
ons and appeals against misleading digital infor-
mation can be made/filed against misleading 
digital information.

2. parties working on data sharing do so in such a 
way that administrative tasks on the farm are redu-
ced, thereby cutting back on the amount of dupli-
cate paperwork livestock farmers and animal carers 
have to complete, enabling them to spend more time 
looking after their animals.

3. the government assumes the responsibility of main-
taining the open data networks by establishing 
appropriate frameworks and setting up a contact 
center where unavailable networks can be reported

4. the government and market parties encourage open 
innovations, where high tech and the livestock  
farming sector have easy access to one another. 
For instance, think of encouraging meetings where 
information can be shared openly. These meetings 
must be clearly announced and should be easy to 
find, including for businesses, institutions or persons 
who currently do not (yet) work in the livestock far-
ming sector.

5. digitisation will be integrated in research and educa-
tion, so that livestock farmers and consultants incre-
ase their skills in correctly interpreting information 
and act upon it accordingly. As a result, the infor-
mation is used more for the benefit of the animals, 
and fewer or no adverse effects occur. This means 
that research universities and universities of applied  
sciences need to incorporate digitisation in their  
curriculum. 

6. technology providers for the livestock farming  
sector should be able to provide insight into the vali-
dation and robustness of the developed and used at 
the request of monitoring authorities.

7. the debate on digitisation of the livestock farming 
sector is not conducted separately from the debate 
on policy measures in other fields, such as the 
debate on the new guidelines for data ownership, 
data sharing between banks or number portability, 
but circular agriculture as well, for example. This 
helps to limit the risks of unforeseen, adverse side 
effects.
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Figure 3: Opportunities and threats of digitization in livestock farming from the perspective of the market and society
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This document is a product of the entire Council on 
Animal Affairs. It was prepared by a working group com-
posed of the RDA members G.P. van den Berg, Dr G.B.C. 
Backus (chair), Prof. B. Kemp, Prof. S. Haring, Prof. 
J.A.P. Heesterbeek, A. Kemps, Dr F.L.B. Meijboom and 
Dr H.A.P. Urlings. The work group was assisted in its 
activities by secretary M.H.W. Schakenraad and deputy 
secretary Dr K. van Hees of the RDA team.
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